Psychological risk factors in pregnant inmates. A challenge for nursing.
To explore pregnant prisoners' experiences with childhood violence and substance abuse, their parenting attitudes, and their psychological health. This study used a prospective design to describe incarcerated pregnant women's experiences with childhood violence, substance abuse, parenting attitudes, and psychological health and the relationships among these factors. Sixty-three pregnant prisoners in their third trimester were interviewed. Owing to the low literacy of this population, all questions were read to participants to maximize comprehension and reliability. Over 60% of respondents reported experiencing family violence during childhood or adolescence. Almost one-half of the women reported using drugs and alcohol during the past year and in their current pregnancy. Substance-abusing respondents were twice as likely to have been victims of physical abuse. All of the women who had been sexually abused during childhood were substance abusers; women who did not use drugs had no such history. Many women in the study had parenting and child rearing attitudes indicative of risk for poor parenting and abuse. More than 70% of the women reported depressive symptoms above the level considered indicative of clinical depression. Women reported low levels of social support; further, 50% of the women had lost an important relationship within the last year and 80% were not in a relationship with a partner at the time of their interview. The essential components of caring for pregnant prisoners should include extensive screening for substance abuse as well as history of past and current violence. Pregnant prisoners, with their many risk factors, are a group that could benefit from programs that address substance abuse and violence to decrease mental distress.